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Abstract  
 In spite of the rising tide of metrics in UK higher education, there has been scant 
attention paid to assessment loads, when evidence demonstrates that heavy demands lead to 
surface learning. Our study seeks to redress the situation by defining assessment loads and 
comparing them across research-and teaching intensive universities. We clarify the concept 
of ‘assessment load’ in response to findings about high volumes of summative assessment on 
modular degrees. We define assessment load across whole undergraduate degrees, according 
to four measures: the volume of summative assessment; volume of formative assessment; 
proportion of examinations to coursework; number of different varieties of assessment. All 
four factors contribute to the weight of an assessment load, and influence students’ 
approaches to learning. Our research compares programme assessment data from 73 
programmes in 14 UK universities, across two institutional categories. Research-intensives 
have higher summative assessment loads and a greater proportion of examinations; teaching-
intensives have higher varieties of assessment. Formative assessment does not differ 
significantly across both university groups. These findings pose particular challenges for 
students in different parts of the sector. Our study questions the wisdom that ‘more’ is always 
better, proposing that lighter assessment loads may make room for ‘slow’ and deep learning.  
 
Key words: Assessment load; programme assessment; deep learning; summative; formative  
 
Why assessment load is important 
 
 In spite of studies hinting at the problem of assessment load (Lizzio, Wilson and 
Simons 2002; Lizzio and Wilson 2013; Harland et al. 2015), the concept has not been defined 
in the literature. We know that all is not well with assessment and feedback. In the UK, it 
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manifests itself in relatively low National Student Survey scores compared to teaching quality 
and overall satisfaction scores. In this article, we argue that the problem is a systemic and 
structural one, partly the result of the segmented structure of the curriculum. Since the 1980s 
modular degree structures have become commonplace in the UK and many other higher 
education systems, with students taking concurrent credit-bearing modules each semester or 
term, and accumulating transferable credits towards their degrees. One the one hand, modules 
offer a diverse range of choice to students; on the other, they are often stand-alone offerings 
which do not connect well with the wider curriculum (Jessop, McNab and Gubby 2012).  The 
modular system has contributed to an ‘assessment arms race’, characterised by frequent and 
fragmented summative assessment, which entices students to work in response to ‘pedagogies 
of control’ which elicit effort in return for grades (Harland et al. 2015; Wass et al. 2015).  
The result is mutual dissatisfaction, symptomatic of the “fractured and impoverished 
dialogue” students decry in their feedback (Nicol 2010). Academics complain of over-
assessment and huge marking loads (Tuck 2012); students display high stress levels, with 
bunched deadlines contributing to surface approaches to learning. Academics struggle to 
encourage reluctant students to complete formative tasks; for students, formative tasks 
compete with graded ones (Jessop, El Hakim and Gibbs 2014). Lecturers bemoan the long 
hours spent crafting feedback which often yields peremptory glances from students more 
interested in their grades (Tuck 2012); and students find that feedback lands on the doorstep 
once the modular door has shut behind them (Price et al. 2010). Varieties of assessment come 
thick and fast and often in random order, confusing students with their apparently fickle 
requirements. These are the realities of the assessment environment many students find 
themselves in at UK universities (Jessop, El Hakim and Gibbs 2014; Jessop and Tomas 
2017). 
 
 Research has demonstrated that high volumes of summative assessment counteract 
deep learning (Lizzio, Wilson and Simons 2002).  A surface approach to learning is 
characterised by memorisation of content in isolation, disconnected from the wider body of 
knowledge. In contrast, deep approaches engage students in meaningful learning which 
integrates knowledge in the field (Marton and Saljo 1976). The modular degree context with 
its segmentation of the curriculum promotes a tendency to surface learning. This is 
compounded by high volumes of summative assessment which are characteristic of modular 
systems. Modular degrees contribute to a relentless diet of summative assessments, feeding 
grade-orientation, as lecturers plan assessments on individual modules, while students 
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experience them across multiple modules.  Conversely there are very low ratios of formative 
assessment (Wu and Jessop 2018). One plausible explanation for students taking a surface 
approach to learning from assessment is that they focus instrumentally on achieving grades in 
the absence of formative assessment, attending mainly to work that ‘counts’ (Jessop, El 
Hakim and Gibbs 2014; Harland et al. 2015; Wass et al., 2015; Jessop and Tomas 2017); 
another is that heavy cognitive loads interfere with deep approaches to learning (Lizzio, 
Wilson and Simons 2002). Grade-orientation is a persistent problem, as demonstrated by 
classic studies from the 1960s and 70s in the USA and the UK (Becker, Greer and Hughes 
1968; Miller and Parlett 1974). Mass higher education and marketization have amplified 
grade-orientation, causing students to focus more on value for money and degree outcomes 
than the process of learning (Arum and Roksa 2011).   
 
 Within this environment, students are having to juggle multiple assessment tasks 
simultaneously, leading to high cognitive load. Kalyuga (2011) categorises cognitive load as 
either intrinsic, linked to how students perceive the complexity of an assessment task and 
evaluate their capacity to complete it; or extraneous, placed on a student through factors 
beyond the assessment itself, for example managing workload and timing and the clarity of 
assessment standards. Given that cognitive loads are additive, “the focal question is not just 
‘what type of assessment’ but ‘what type of assessment system’ students are experiencing on 
both cognitive and affective levels” (Lizzio and Wilson 2013, 391).  The concept of 
assessment load has a direct bearing on students’ cognitive load, particularly given this 
additive dimension.  
 
 Until recently, most assessment and feedback interventions have focused on lecturers’ 
practice on individual modules, or tackled one feature of the complex system of which 
assessment is an interdependent part (Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2009; Gibbs 2013).  
Inevitably, the results of this focus on single aspects have been disappointing, because 
“within complex systems…the probability is that any change may wobble the dynamics but 
no more” (Knight 2002, 112). There has been a shift in the focus from modular attempts to 
change assessment practice, to more strategic and holistic approaches focussing on 
programme-level assessment. These take a more systemic approach to change, often 
articulating with quality assurance frameworks and addressing the structure of degrees 
(Bloxham and Boyd 2007; Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2009; PASS Project (2009-12); Jessop, 
McNab and Gubby 2012; Jessop, El Hakim and Gibbs 2014).  
4 
 
  Universities using the ‘Transforming the Experience of Students through Assessment’ 
(TESTA) method have collected in-depth data about programme assessment environments 
since 2009 on degree programmes in more than 50 universities, mainly in the UK, but also in 
Australia and India. We have drawn on TESTA evidence to define four features of 
assessment which comprise assessment load in the eyes of students and lecturers. These are: 
first, the volume of summative assessment which students experience over three years of a 
degree. Summative assessment is designed mainly to measure student achievement through 
grading, but may have learning benefits for students (Carless 2007). It is the most obvious 
and clearest measure of assessment load. Second, the volume of formative assessment, 
designed to fine tune students’ understanding of concepts and standards, which is often less 
clearly understood (Sadler 1989; Black and Wiliam 1998; Boud 2000). TESTA defines 
formative assessment as a requirement which prompts feedback and is ungraded. Both 
formative and summative assessment add to students’ assessment load through the time and 
cognitive load involved in completing tasks, and in the case of summative, performance 
anxiety about assessment, and emotional responses to feedback (Boud and Falchikov 2006; 
Pitt and Norton 2017). Third, the proportion of examinations, as these are usually high stakes, 
often testing and integrating a wider domain of knowledge than coursework, requiring 
extensive preparation, and adding to the challenge and level of demand. Fourth, the number 
of different varieties of assessment to which students are exposed on a degree programme. 
These require students to master unfamiliar, often creative and randomly sequenced modes of 
assessment.  They contribute to assessment load in subtle ways, for example making it more 
difficult for students to gauge the standards expected or to use previous feedback.  
 
 Our study compares assessment loads across two broad university types: research-
intensive and teaching-intensive. Research intensive universities evidence a strong research 
culture through impacts, outputs and the research environment, often sustained by external or 
government funding linked to research performance. Research-rich universities prioritise 
resources and time for research, with academic staff generally having lighter teaching loads 
and more research time than new ‘teaching-intensive’ universities (Fung, Besters-Dilger, van 
der Baart 2017).  Entry tariffs for students are high, and students require less academic 
support to reach the standards (Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2009). By teaching-intensive, we 
mean universities where teaching is the core business and the research environment is less 
prominent within the culture and activities of the institution. Typically, in teaching-intensive 
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universities, academics teach for 18 hours a week during term-time; the intake of students is 
more diverse and entry tariffs for students are lower (McLean, Abbas and Ashwin 2013) 
Consequently, more academic time is spent supporting students from diverse educational 
backgrounds to reach academic standards, than on undertaking research (Ainley 2008). 
 
 Literature on assessment load has mainly addressed generic sector trends (Jessop and 
Tomas 2017). Investigations of institution types are scarce. Early studies drew some 
comparisons based on very small samples (Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2007; 2009). More 
recently, the Student Academic Experience Survey (SAES) has also introduced a comparison 
of aspects of assessment across different university types (Neves and Hillman 2016; 2017). 
While the SAES data is based on large-scale survey responses from circa 15,000 students 
across the UK, TESTA data provides a richer and more robust picture of assessment on 
degree programmes. The concept of assessment load discussed here is fuller, making room 
for a more textured account of students’ lived experience than SAES’ narrower focus on 
summative and formative loads.  Methodologically, the data from TESTA is more robust, 
when compared to student self-reported data in the SAES, as it has been collected through a 
clarifying conversation, recorded in the TESTA audit, and triangulated with two other 
methods (the Assessment Experience Questionnaire and student focus groups). Additionally 
TESTA evidence has a strong focus on understanding whole programme data, whereas the 
SAES asks students to calculate how much summative and formative assessment they have 
experienced per ‘term’ which may not always be self-explanatory or comparable across 
different lengths of terms and semesters. In order to characterise assessment loads in different 
institution types, evidence needs to consist of more than the fallible recollections of students 
about the number of formative and summative tasks per term. 
 
Ethics  
 
 In each of the 14 universities represented in this study, the TESTA methodology has 
undergone scrutiny to ensure that the research conformed to ethical protocols. Ethical 
scrutiny ensures that research participants have the right to withdraw, that the data is 
confidential, and that participants remain anonymous.  The developmental purpose of TESTA 
frames the research process, so that programme teams make decisions based on evidence 
without any managerial influence or interference. The analysis of TESTA data honours the 
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contract with research participants since all universities and programmes have been 
anonymised. 
 
Measuring assessment load: overall and across different university types 
 
 In this section, we outline an approach for measuring assessment load which is based 
on the audit element of the TESTA methodology (Jessop and Tomas 2017). The audit 
consists of a dialogic interview with the programme leader over the programme documents 
which constitute the planned curriculum. The audit elicits programme-level data about the 
balance of formative and summative assessment, varieties of assessment, and the proportion 
of assessment which takes place by examination. The examination measure calculates the 
proportion of the total summative assessment tasks which take place by means of an 
examination, rather than the weighting of marks from examinations.   
 
 In general, the programme documents specify the number and types of summative 
assessment on each module, but are usually more opaque about ungraded formative 
assessment tasks. However, the qualitative nature of the audit enables it to go beyond the 
planned curriculum in order to clarify instances of formative assessment in conversation with 
the programme leader. The uniqueness of the audit is that it captures assessment data across 
whole programmes rather than modules only. Overall, it collects data about: 
• Volume of summative assessments  
• Volume of formative assessments 
• Number of varieties of assessment 
• Proportion of tasks by examination 
• Amount of written feedback (through sampling post-audit) 
 
 The original audit methodology measured features of assessment and explored the 
implications of the balance and load of assessment in different university types on a small-
scale, comparing programmes in one new university, one red-brick research-intensive, and 
Oxbridge (Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2007; 2009). This earlier study paved the way for a 
larger scale study which characterised features of assessment based on statistical methods 
using TESTA data (Jessop and Tomas 2017).  In the current study, we use these categories of 
low, medium and high to compare assessment loads across research intensive and teaching 
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intensive universities, with an equal split across 14 universities. Of the 73 TESTA 
programmes represented, 35 are within research-intensive and 38 are in teaching-intensives.  
 
Data analysis  
 
 The data analysis has two aspects: first, we describe overall findings across both 
university groups using interquartile ranges; second, we compare TESTA data from research-
intensive and teaching-intensive universities using statistical tests of difference. Given the 
non-parametric nature of the TESTA data, we have decided to use the more resilient measure 
of interquartile ranges and medians to characterise features of assessment accurately rather 
than using the parametric equivalent of means. The analysis uses basic descriptive measures 
to offer insights into the range, dispersion, and central tendency. All quartile boundaries are 
classified in terms of High, Medium and Low boundaries:  
• Low: below first quartile boundary  
• Medium: above first quartile and below third quartile. Medians are indicated for 
further information on the second quartile.  
• High: above third quartile boundary 
 
 In addition to presenting the descriptive analysis, we have used Mann-Whitney U 
tests to identify significant differences in assessment load across the two university groups. 
The Mann-Whitney test is a non-parametric test for independent samples. We have used the 
two-tailed modality since there is no theoretical rationale to expect a particular direction in 
which differences might occur. 
 
Findings across both university types 
 
 The findings build on previously published analysis about assessment patterns using 
the whole data set discussed here (Jessop and Tomas 2017). Table 1 outlines these patterns 
using interquartile ranges. 
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 Table 1. High, medium & low IQRs (n = 73 programmes) (Jessop & Tomas 2017) 
Characteristic Low Medium High 
 
Volume of summative 
assessment  
Below 33 33-48 More than 48 
 
Volume of formative only  Below 1  1-19  More than 19  
 
% of marks from 
examinations 
Below 10% 10-30% More than 30% 
 
Variety of assessment 
methods 
Below 8  8-15  More than 15 
  
 
Comparing assessment loads across research and teaching-intensive universities 
 
 In this study we use TESTA audit results to compare medium ranges and median data 
from seven research-intensive universities (n=35 programmes) and seven teaching-intensive 
universities (n=38 programmes). Table 2 compares ‘medium’ assessment loads in research 
and teaching intensive universities According to Mann-Whitney test results: an asterisk (*) 
indicates where differences are significant; where the null hypothesis is retained this is 
indicated as n.s. (not significant). Statistical tests of difference using Mann-Whitney U tests 
(two-tailed) indicate the following: 
 
• Teaching-intensive institutions have a lower summative assessment load (median = 
35) than the research-intensive group (median = 50). The distributions of these two 
groups differed significantly (Mann-Whitney U, Z= 4.367, p<0.00001, two tailed). 
 
• Formative assessment load in research (Median=3) and teaching intensive 
(Median=7) is not significantly different (Mann-Whitney U, Z=0.96066, p>0.05, two 
tailed). 
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 • The proportion of assessment by examinations is significantly different and 
distributed differently in research-intensive universities (Median= 30%) than teaching 
intensive (Median = 10%) (Mann-Whitney U, Z=-5.1235, p<0.00001, two tailed).  
 
• Variety of assessments in teaching intensive (Median = 15) and research intensive 
(Median=8) and the distributions in these groups differ significantly (Mann-Whitney 
U, Z= 4.74255, p<0.00001, two tailed). 
 
Table 2: Comparison of medium loads in research and teaching intensive 
Characteristic Medium     
(Research 
intensive) 
Medium 
(Teaching 
intensive) 
Overlap 
RI and 
TI  
 
Mann- 
Whitney U 
test results 
Volume of summative 
assessment  
 
41-79 
[Median 50] 
34-41 
[Median 35] 
none Research 
intensive* 
Volume of formative 
only  
 
1-26                  
[Median 3] 
3-17             
[Median 7] 
3-17 n.s. 
% of marks from 
examinations 
 
27-42% 
[Median 30%] 
5-19% 
[Median 10%] 
none Research 
intensive*  
Variety of assessment 
methods 
 
8-10 
[Median 8]  
12-14  
[Median 15] 
none Teaching 
intensive* 
 
 
Discussion of assessment load findings 
Formative assessment 
 The absence of significant differences in formative assessment loads across research 
and teaching-intensive universities is entirely plausible within the wider context of TESTA’s 
10 
 
large-scale multi-method research process. Repeatedly, across both parts of the higher 
education sector, TESTA data evidences that academics struggle to construct meaningful 
formative tasks which align with the learning outcomes and summative assessments, while 
engaging students in more than simply ‘dashing it off’ to satisfy minimal requirements. 
Summative assessment competes for student time and attention, especially in modular 
systems with high assessment loads. Without adjusting high summative assessment loads, 
students find the demands of juggling both summative and formative tasks across multiple 
modules difficult (Jessop, El-Hakim and Gibbs 2014; Harland et al 2015; Jessop and Tomas 
2017). Previous studies based on TESTA data demonstrate the challenge of designing 
meaningful formative across both types of university (Wu and Jessop 2018). Given that the 
digital sphere offers opportunities for authentic learning opportunities, many academics are 
responding to the challenges of designing formative assessments using real world tools such 
as blogging (Lombardi 2007; Barlow and Jessop 2016). These have the virtue of requiring 
students to read and write more productively, while not necessarily increasing assessment 
loads for academics.  
 
 Lack of a statistically significant difference in formative assessment loads across 
research-intensive and teaching-intensive universities contradicts findings in the latest two 
Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI)-Higher Education Academy (HEA) Student 
Academic Experience Surveys (SAES) (Neves and Hillman 2016; 2017). The SAES uses 
self-reported data from 15,022 and 14,057 students to suggest that, on average, students at 
research-intensive universities experience almost double the formative load than their peers 
in post-1992 universities (Neves and Hillman 2016, p. 24; 2017, p.41). Based on a calculation 
of SAES means, which collapses Russell Group and pre-92 universities into one research-
intensive category, and multiplies it to equivalence three years of a degree, students in 
research-intensive universities reported 19 formative assessments compared to students in 
teaching-intensive universities who reported 10.2 formative assessments over three years. 
 
SAES’s finding that research-intensive universities are ahead of the game on formative 
assessment should be treated with caution and interpreted against the more troubling realities 
that TESTA data evidences across the piece, including that there is far less formative 
assessment than the SAES report chronicles. TESTA medians for research-intensive 
universities (n=3) and for teaching-intensive universities (n=7) paint a starker picture of 
students’ experience of formative assessment.  
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 Significant differences in summative assessment  
 
 Our analysis indicates that research intensives (median=50) have significantly more 
summative assessment than teaching-intensives (median= 35).  This reflects the nature of the 
two different types of institution, with teaching-intensives having many more applied, 
creative, ‘real-world’ assessment tasks which are often project or portfolio-based (Adams and 
McNab 2013).  Contrastingly, research-intensives tend to have a more traditional assessment 
diet within their subject disciplines; typically, essays, examinations, laboratory reports and, in 
final year, research dissertations (Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2009).  Variations in the number 
of assessment tasks raises questions about the relative complexity of tasks. So for example, it 
is likely that TESTA’s calculation of 227 summative tasks on a Mathematics programme at a 
research intensive university indicates relatively brief tasks. Contrastingly, the 12 summative 
assessment points over a three year creative degree in a teaching-intensive university are 
more likely to be large tasks involving collaborative project work.   
 
 Harland et al. (2015) describe small and frequent summative assessment tasks as a 
‘pedagogy of control’, catalysing student effort but not necessarily deep learning. The 
consequences of many summative assessment tasks colliding at similar points in the semester 
are (a) student non-attendance of teaching events; (b) squeezing out of formative 
opportunities; and (c) surface learning (Lizzio, Wilson and Simons 2002; Wu and Jessop 
2018).  More summative assessment is not necessarily better for student learning because 
students are working harder, as effort does not necessarily equate to depth (Harland et al. 
2015). Students may be working more frequently, but in more instrumental and superficial 
ways. Contrastingly, it is not necessarily true that large scale collaborative project work in 
teaching-intensive always engages students in deep learning. Hanney and Savin-Baden 
(2013) problematise project-based learning as linear, directive and closed. These qualities of 
project-based tasks may leads to students taking a surface approach to learning rather than a 
deep approach.  
 
Significant differences in volume of examinations 
 
 Students in research-intensive universities experience significantly more assessment 
by examinations (median 30%) than their counterparts in the teaching-intensive part of the 
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sector (median 10%).  This may be related to more traditional subjects and disciplines 
represented in research-intensive universities, which are well-suited to written forms of 
assessment, than the creative, professionally-oriented, and applied subjects, characteristic of 
teaching-intensive universities.  There is a higher proportion of STEM subjects in research-
intensives, which use more examinations in their assessment regimes (Warren Piper et al 
1996; Pryor and Crossouard 2010; Jessop and Maleckar 2016). The student demography in 
research and teaching-intensive universities differs too, with more students with declared 
disabilities in teaching-intensive universities, and of those, a large proportion with Specific 
Learning Differences (Higher Education Funding Council for England 2015).  Examinations 
are one of the least inclusive modes of assessment, providing an explanation for their lower 
emphasis in teaching-intensive universities. A further factor may be that teaching-intensive 
universities have lower entry tariffs for students. Examinations are a high stakes form of 
assessment, with students achieving lower marks on examinations than by coursework 
(Bridges et al. 2002; Richardson 2015). Given the risk of failure among students whose 
educational achievements are generally lower on entry than their research-intensive student 
counterparts, teaching-intensive universities may deliberately avoid them. Finally, 
examinations are relatively plagiarism proof, which may go some way to explaining their use 
in disciplines dominated by essays and written modes of assessment, the mainstay of 
research-intensive universities. Plagiarism is less of an issue with project-based learning and 
in real-world, applied and professional learning contexts, where students are interacting with, 
and judged both by academics and industry professionals, as part of the assessment process.  
 
 Traditionally, examinations have been regarded as vehicles for memorisation and 
regurgitation of isolated facts, characteristic of surface approaches to learning (Entwistle and 
Entwistle 1991; Newstead and Findlay 1997). Yet, well-designed examinations which allow 
students time to prepare and to integrate their learning before sitting them, may encourage 
deep learning (Gibbs and Simpson 2004).  At the same time, students prefer coursework 
assessment, which tends to produce more meaningful outcomes than examinations, 
particularly when the assessment is outward facing and has a real audience (Fung 2017).  
While traditionalists may argue that examinations are a hallmark of more rigorous degree 
qualifications, the evidence is equivocal, particularly in an environment of student 
participation, co-creation and research-based learning (Brew 2010; Bovill et al. 2011). 
 
Significant differences in varieties 
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  The variety of assessments is significantly higher in teaching intensive universities 
(median 15) than in research-intensive universities (median 8).  Explanations for higher 
varieties of assessment relate to the disciplinary fold of teaching-intensive universities, where 
diverse and applied fields of study have learning outcomes not easily or solely able to be 
demonstrated in traditional written formats. Expansive varieties of assessment such as 
posters, podcasts, films, design projects, feature articles, film scripts, reflective journals, and 
vivas reflect the wide-ranging scope of applied courses. Teaching-intensive universities 
recruit higher proportions of students with specific learning differences such as dyslexia, 
driving a range of more inclusive modes of assessment.  
 
 In theory, high varieties of assessment have the virtue of being more inclusive, 
potentially enabling students with learning differences to thrive. In practice, TESTA data 
shows that high varieties of assessment are not an unalloyed virtue, because when, as often 
happens, they are randomly sequenced through modular degrees, they tend to confuse 
students, preventing them from internalising goals and standards (Jessop and Tomas 2017).  
In the humanities, Oxbridge students write at least an essay every week of term, and write 
essays in their exams. It is not surprising that they learn how to write essays really well. 
Contrastingly, students who “bump into all kinds of curious assessments demands” find it 
much harder to express their learning effectively (Gibbs 2017, 64). They are often 
“bewildered by the variety and idiosyncrasy of assignment demands” (Ibid., 58).  A balance 
between inclusion, creativity and a certain amount of repetition of assessment types needs to 
be struck in assessment design. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Our study has defined and characterised student assessment load in undergraduate 
study programmes by university type and compared loads across research and teaching 
intensive groups. It adds insight to, and challenges existing research on the balance between 
formative and summative tasks across different university types (Neves and Hillman 2016; 
2017). Using TESTA audit data we have shown that there are no significant differences 
between research and teaching-intensive universities in formative assessment loads. Research 
intensive universities have higher summative assessment loads and a higher proportion of 
examinations in their assessment patterns, when compared with the teaching intensive group. 
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Teaching intensive institutions have a broader range of varieties of assessment than research 
intensive universities.  
 
Statistical differences between research and teaching-intensive universities in measures of 
summative assessment, examinations and varieties of assessment are not surprising, given the 
types of courses and different emphases across the two university types.  Highly competitive 
research-intensive universities with a high proportion of convergent disciplines in STEM 
fields, have shaped assessment environments around high summative assessment loads and 
examinations. Teaching-intensive universities, with their varied, creative and applied courses 
offer a wider variety of assessment types to students.  In the discussion we posed questions 
about the virtue of more summative, higher proportions of examinations and wider varieties 
of assessment, arguing that ‘more’ may prompt less deep learning, contributing to surface 
approaches through high summative and examination loads, and sowing confusion through 
randomly sequenced varieties of assessment.  
 
 The surprising conclusion from our study is that there are no statistical differences in 
formative assessment loads across the two university groups. Across both university types, 
within their modular systems, students are struggling with and juggling assessment loads. 
More summative assessment, more examinations, and more varieties all run the risk of 
feeding instrumental and surface approaches to learning, where students are forced to deploy 
tactical strategies to cope with complex assessment loads. Paradoxically, the solution appears 
to lie in a culture shift which embraces less summative assessment, fewer examinations and 
pared down varieties across whole programmes, in favour of more creative, meaningful and 
engaging formative tasks which help students to learn. Assessment design needs to attend to 
the resurgence of the slow learning movement, encouraging students to engage in formative 
tasks for pleasure, for learning, and out of curiosity borne of scholarship and inquiry (Berg 
and Seeber 2016). The only way to take these radical steps is together, through a whole 
programme approach, and a climb down from the ‘assessment arms race’ (Harland et al. 
2015).  
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